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The bulk of literature concerning Pan-Afrikanism is mired with flaws, particularly in relation to 
its institutionalisation phase, which 
dates back to the commencing 
convention in London, England in 
1900. The two gravest shortcomings 
include the lack of acknowledgement 
of its original scholar-activist founders 
and a strikingly sparse recognition of 
women as participants, in its historical 
trajectory. If one may be allowed to be 
blunt, then questions such as follows, 
need to be asked - What is known about 
the chief convenor and founder of the 
initial 1900 Congress, the Caribbean 
Trinidadian barrister Henry Sylvester-
Williams (1869-1911)? Furthermore 
why has so little been said about 
Sylvester-Williams’s co-convenors 
in the form of the Haitians, Joseph 
Antenor-Firmin (1850-1911) an 
anthropologist, journalist and politician 
and Benito Sylvain (1868-1915), who 
was also a politician and diplomat? 
Secondly from the sparse pioneering 
coterie of Pan-Afrikanists, were there 
any female participants? 
If the response to the second 
question posed above, is in the 
affirmative then why are the 
identities of such female torchbearers 
overwhelmingly anonymous from 
the vast scholarship concerned with 
narratives of Pan-Afrikanism? Although 
both questions posed above are crucial 
and critical, for scholars seeking to 
secure a better command of the history 
of Pan-Afrikanism, this article however 
opts to focus on the latter question, 
on the basis of recurring women’s 
invisibility, in the historical outline 
regarding Pan-Afrikanism. This focus 
aims to acknowledge their contribution 
as scholar activists; and in the process 
also to set the record straight, about 
their due place in the discourse of Pan-
Afrikanism.   
This article will depart commonly 
utilised spelling of ‘Africa’ in favour 
of ‘Afrika’, as inspired principally 
by the Afrocentric literature of 
Es’kia Mphahlele, who occupies the 
central role in my current doctoral 
thesis, pursued at the University of 
Johannesburg (UJ). Remarkably “Africa 
remains a complex area for scholarly 
study because the ambiguity of the 
subject continues to be a source for 
imagination, interpretation, and debate 
based on what we have learned from 
Europe. This distorts everything and 
renders us unable to digest African 
thought and culture” (Asante, 2008: 55). 
Disappointingly “Rarely is it revealed 
that colonialism deliberately replaced 
enabling and empowering African 
traditional education with disabling and 
disempowering Eurocentric education” 
(Sesanti, 2016: 34). 
Mike Stainbank in his capacity as 
the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of 
the Es’kia Mphahlele Institute, explains 
why Mphahlele “deliberately used 
Afrikan with ‘k’ and not ‘c’ to denote 
‘unslaved’ as opposed to ‘enslaved’ ” 
mentality (Mphahlele and Mphahlele: 
2016:36)
While scholars have differing 
opinions on the origins & “correct” 
spelling of Afrika, The Es’kia Institute 
has chosen the Afrika spelling to 
reflect the reclamation and change 
from a Eurocentric point of reference 
to an Afrikan one, in line with the 
views of Prof. Es’kia Mphahlele 
more so in terms of language and 
pronunciation, Africa spelt with 
a “c” has no identifiable Afrikan 
root, to the extent it even does not 
belong to (or “is foreign to”) many 
Afrikan languages. This is true of 
many names created by the colonial 
powers, whose intention was to 
convey meaning that made sense to 
their European audience (Stainbank, 
2002).
Seemingly “Africa was an 
imposition, an invasion of the 
conqueror...the memory that Africa is 
an invention, as well as an imposition 
upon the indigenous inhabitants of the 
continent, from time immemorial must 
lead to the acceptance of this naming 
with protest” (Ramose,1999:4). 
Based on the above, ‘Africa’ will be 
acknowledged “decidedly under 
protest” (Mazrui, 1988:38). The 
debunking of Africa (with a ‘c’), in 
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favour of Afrika (with a ‘k’) within the 
scope of this article, should be read as 
symbolic defiance, as explained above. 
Such decisions must reflect consistency 
of efforts of decolonisation. This may 
satirically “turn our faces to the West” 
(Wells-Barnett, 1996: 654).
On the other hand “Afrocentricity is 
the centrepiece of human regeneration. 
It challenges and takes to task the 
perpetuation of white racial supremist 
ideas, in the imagination of the African 
World, and by extension the entire 
world...is purposeful, giving a true 
sense of destiny based upon facts of 
history and experience” (Asante, 2003, 
2-3). So “voices of the silenced, whose 
words and deeds are preserved in 
unconventional ways, as far as Western 
scholarship is concerned” (Keto, 
2001:2) is thus vital when Afrocentric. 
This remark is valid when critiquing 
Eurocentric education, due to its limits 
a “stream cannot rise higher than its 
source” (Cooper, 1996:647).
In the current heightened phase of 
decolonisation, contemporary actions 
such as deciding to respell ‘Afrika’, in 
conjunction with jargon preferred for 
use in this article, such as ‘Afrocentric’, 
are intended to also be read as part of 
the liberating vocabulary, which should 
assist in the ongoing efforts related to 
a prospective decolonised curriculum. 
The envisioned decolonised curriculum 
must be able to oppose “coloniality, 
conceived as a matrix of knowledge, 
power, and being” (Maldonado-Torres, 
2012:2). 
The bulk of historical accounts 
to do with Pan-Afrikanism sparsely 
mention any women. Yet evidence 
from archives, as noted below, support 
the view that women were present 
from the initial congress of 1900 and 
actively participated on the agenda of 
pursuing Afrika’s self-determination and 
agency, with some elected to serve as 
part of the initial executive committee, 
at the closing of the first conference. 
Overwhelming concerns about 
patriarchy or misleading hegemonic 
‘man-Africanism’ of Pan-Afrikanist 
narratives, make it imperative that the 
role of women as Pan-Afrikanists is 
addressed. “Social consciousness does 
not occur spontaneously” (Davis, 1996: 
765).
There were at least six women 
(Anna H. Jones, Anna Julia Cooper, 
Fannie Barrier Williams and Ella D. 
Barrier from the United States, and 
a Mrs. Loudin and Ms. Adams from 
Ireland) among the fifty-one African 
delegates at the conference. These 
women were not simply observers 
at this international gathering. Anna 
Julia Cooper, an educator, a woman’s 
club leader and anti-racist advocate, 
delivered a presentation entitled The 
Negro Problem in America. Her 
compatriot Anna H. Jones, a linguist, 
woman’s club activist and educator, 
tackled the subject The Preservation 
of Racial Individuality. These women 
delegates were actively involved in 
social movements committed to 
transforming the oppressed condition 
of Africans. For example Ella Barrier 
was an educator and an active 
participant in the Washington, D.C. 
colored women’s League (Nangwaya, 
2016).
The above submission is supported 
by Carole Boyce Davies, who remarked 
that women, to date, have been 
“consistently erased from the history 
of Pan-Afrikanism. It is important to 
assert the presence of active women, 
from the very start of Pan-Africanism” 
(Davies, 2014: 78). Notably the names 
of the female delegates, recorded as 
having been elected to serve on the 
executive from the pioneering 1900 
congress, included Anna Jones and 
Annie Julia Cooper. Jones was a school 
teacher, opposed to native labour and 
indenture in Zimbabwe and Kimberly in 
South Afrika, originally from Kansas City 
Missouri (USA). Annie Julia Cooper, an 
academic who completed her doctorate 
in history in 1925, at the Sorbonne 
University in Paris, also served on 
the executive. Cooper was an activist 
against racism, from Washington (USA). 
Anna Cooper attended the initial 
congress after having already authored 
her text entitled A Voice from the South. 
It is arguably believed to be “one of the 
first books to put together theoretically 
race and gender and perhaps one 
of the reasons she was invited to the 
1900 conference... It is clear from the 
orientation of Cooper’s work towards 
race and gender that she could not also 
follow a masculinised Pan-Africanism as 
a singular discourse” (Davies, 2014:78-
79). Amongst the other female delegates 
was Amy Ashwood Garvey (first wife 
of Marcus Garvey, who co-founded 
the ‘Universal Negro Improvement 
Association-African Communities 
League’ – UNIA-ACL). 
Female delegates at the second 
Pan-Afrikan congress included amongst 
others: 
Jessie Redmond Fauset (African 
American poet, essayist, novelist and 
educator) –  as a delegate on behalf 
of the National Association for the 
Advancement of colored people, 
Fauset penned her reflection of the 
conference entitled Impression of the 
2nd Pan-African Congress; Mabel Dove 
Danquah (married to Joseph Boakye 
Danquah, who was believed to have 
been groomed by Amy Garvey, while 
he was in the Western African Students 
Union, in London) – Danquah was 
popular for her short stories; and 
Claudia Jones (Trinidad born Journalist 
and revolutionary activist). 
The fourth Pan-Afrikan congress was 
graced by amongst others Adelaide 
Casely Hayford (she was married to J.E. 
Casely Hayford). 
It is crucial to note that “ Pan-
Africanists who were feminists...
practised the art of navigating a 
variety of complex positions around 
race, gender, class, national origin 
and culture within the larger goal 
of the liberation of African peoples 
internationally” (Davies, 2014:78). 
Further reading is available in Hakim 
Adi and Marika Sherwood’s Pan-
African History: Political Figures from 
Africa and the Diaspora since 1787 
(2003) and Beverly Guy-Sheftall’s 
Speaking for Ourselves. Feminisms in 
the African Diaspora (2003).
In hindsight the query over 
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Afrikanism appears almost 
synchronised with the narrative of 
discourse of leadership in Afrika. The 
Organisation of Afrikan Unity (OAU), 
the predecessor of the Afrikan Union 
(AU), can serve as an example. 25 May 
2017 marked the 54th Afrika Liberation 
day, as a consequence of a continental 
unity sought by Afrikan leaders, such 
as Ethiopia’s Haile Selassie I. He 
successfully convinced fellow Afrikan 
leaders, from the five regions of the 
continent (Northern, Eastern, Central, 
Western and Southern), about the 
rationale of forming what became 
the OAU. His efforts culminated in 
thirty-two signatory governments, 
setting the ball rolling for mutual 
relations amongst all Afrikan countries. 
As a result of ongoing continental 
developments within Afrika and its 
international allies, this multilateral 
political organisation was disbanded, 
on the 9th of July 2002, by former 
President of South Afrika, Thabo Mbeki, 
in his capacity as the then incumbent 
Chairperson of the OAU. Mbeki 
became the last chair to preside over the 
OAU, as it was replaced by the African 
Union (AU), which successfully enlisted 
fifty four states in Afrika, excluding 
Morocco. Although Mbeki served as the 
inaugural chairman of the AU, this post 
rotates on an annual basis amongst the 
five geographic regions of Afrika. With 
all its shortcomings notwithstanding, 
post that memorable date of the 25th 
of May 1963, due to the achievements 
that have been made possible since the 
formalisation of the OAU, this date  has 
since been commemorated by both 
continental and diasporic Afrikans. The 
OAU’s and AU’S historical narratives 
of leadership, have unashamedly been 
outrightly dominated by men. Did they 
believe their own rhetoric that women 
are as equal to the task as men?
It should be noted that the above-
mentioned date of 25 May 2017 
was mere months after the exit of 
the first female Chairperson of the 
AU, Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma. Her 
election was strongly contested by 
her challenger, Jean Ping of Gabon. 
Dlamini-Zuma was eventually elected 
on 15 July 2012. She however only 
took up her duties on 15 October 
2012, and she continued in her position 
until 30 January 2017. Her election 
was embroiled with controversy, such 
as suspicions of South Afrika breaking 
the unwritten convention that the 
five largest funders of the AU, which 
alongside South Afrika include Nigeria, 
Egypt, Libya and Algeria were not 
supposed to contest for positions, such 
as that of the AU chair. With each 
country’s foreign policy interest in 
mind, it should be understandable why 
Nigeria and Egypt supported Ping, as 
they held the view that a South Afrikan 
victory was not going to auger well for 
their strategic interests. 
The main concern was that South 
Afrika’s victory was going to be utilised 
to pursue a permanent seat on an 
expanded United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC).  Given that politics is 
an unpredictable arena, such concerns 
might have enjoyed much weight if 
Nigeria and Egypt were absent (which 
they were not), when the The Common 
Afrikan Position On The Proposed 
Reform of the United Nations, also 
known as the Ezulwini Consensus, was 
adopted at the AU’s Executive Council, 
as part of the 7th Extraordinary Session 
from 7-8 March 2005 in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia. It should be stressed that 
on Section C (pg.8), which discusses 
‘Institutional Reform’, ‘The Security 
Council’ is discussed under the same 
section specifically under clause ‘e’ as 
captured below
e)... On the Security Council, 
…. The African Union should be 
responsible for the selection of 
Africa’s representatives in the Security 
Council. 5. The question of the criteria 
for the selection of African members 
of the Security Council should be a 
matter for the AU to determine, taking 
into consideration the representative 
nature and capacity of those chosen 
(Ezulwini Consensus, 2005:9-10).
With the exception of Egypt, South 
Afrika and Nigeria are affiliated to 
the Commonwealth and thus the 
abovementioned clause, was recorded 
after acknowledging that the “Harare 
Declaration has made significant 
impact on the world community.... Full 
representation of Africa in the Security 
Council means : ii. Five non-permanent 
seats” (Ezulwini Consensus, 2005:9). 
In summary, the merits and de-merits 
of Dlamini-Zuma’s ascendency as AU 
Chair, have been clouded by typical 
state-centric shenanigans of men. Since 
returning to South Africa in February 
2017, Dlamini-Zuma’s name has been 
thrown into the hat as a contender 
to lead the ruling Afrikan National 
Congress (ANC). If she succeeds in her 
presidential bid, she will  become the 
second female head of state in Afrika, 
joining Ellen Sirleaf who has been 
President of Liberia since 2006.
In conclusion it is affirmed that 
women have been active participants 
from the first Pan-Afrikan congress. 
Most of them were community activists, 
educators and authors. These women 
engaged the challenging issues linked 
with culture, such as race, gender and 
class. If patriarchy privileges ‘man-
Afrikanism’, then it is high time those 
scholars interested in Pan-Afrikanism 
cease to erase woman from narratives 
of Pan-Afrikanism. Indeed the following 
clarion call captures the way forward: 
“exigencies of this present age require 
that women take their places beside 
their men” (Garvey, 1996: 503). ■
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